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Chronology


1816 21 April, Charlotte Brontë is born, the third child of Patrick and Maria Brontë. Patrick was curate of Haworth, Yorkshire, from 1820 until his death in 1861.

1817 26 June, Patrick Branwell Brontë is born, the only son in the family.

1818 30 July, Emily Jane Brontë is born.

1821 15 September, Mrs Brontë dies and care of children is left to their aunt, Elizabeth Branwell.

1824 10 August, starts at Cowan Bridge School, Lancashire. She is joined there by three of her sisters, including Emily. She later portrays the school as Lowood in Jane Eyre.

1825 6 May, elder sister, Maria, dies. Later that month Elizabeth is sent home from Cowan, followed the next month by both Charlotte and Emily. Elizabeth Brontë dies 15 June.

1825–30 Surviving Brontë children remain at home, looked after by their aunt, and pursue their education. They read widely, begin writing and produce magazines. Charlotte takes over Branwell’s Blackwood’s Magazine (an imitation of their favourite Blackwood’s Magazine) and calls it Young Men’s Magazine. Tennyson’s Poems Chiefly Lyrical published.

1831 January, starts at Miss Wooler’s school at Roe Head, near Huddersfield. She makes two close friends here, Mary Taylor and Ellen Nussey.

1832 May, leaves Roe Head and in autumn of that year makes her first visit to Ellen Nussey’s home.

1833 Writes a variety of juvenilia, including Something about Arthur, The Foundling and The Secret.

1834 Writings include A Leaf From an Unopened Volume, High Life in Verdopolis, A Peep into a Picturebook and My Angria and the Angrians. Deaths of Coleridge and Lamb. Harriet Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy published.

1835 July, returns to Roe Head as a teacher and is joined by Emily, who enrolls as a pupil. October, Emily returns home unwell and her place at the school is taken by Anne.

1836 April, writes Passing Events and later that year contacts Robert Southey, enclosing some of her poetry. Dickens’s Sketches by Boz published.

1837 Anne leaves Roe Head and returns home, ill.

1838 January, writes Mina Laury and returns to Roe Head alone. The following month the school moves to Dewsbury Moor. Charlotte stays there until December. Dickens’s Oliver Twist published.

1839 Writes Henry Hastings. Refuses Henry Nussey’s marriage proposal in March, then in May moves to work as governess with the Sidgwick family, near Lothersdale. July, refuses another offer of marriage from Mr Pryce. Goes on holiday for five weeks in September/October with Ellen Nussey, visiting Easton and Bridlington. Enjoys first railway trip and view of the sea.

1840 Stays at Haworth with Emily. Writes to Hartley Coleridge. Darwin’s Voyage of HMS Beagle published.

1841 March, becomes governess with the White family at Upperwood House, Rawdon. Leaves in December. Punch founded.

1842 February, travels with Emily to Pensionnat Heger in Brussels to study languages. Miss Branwell dies at Haworth in October, and the sisters return home in November. Tennyson’s Poems published.

1843 January, returns to Brussels as a teacher. Carlyle’s Past and Present published.

1844 Returns to Haworth the following January. Works on project for school at Haworth Parsonage and starts writing to M. Heger, with whom she has fallen in love: he does not return her letters. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Poems published.

1845 Visits Hathersage in the summer with Ellen Nussey. Branwell dismissed from post as tutor in July. Charlotte discovers Emily’s book of poems in the autumn and, convinced of their quality, plans joint publication. Poe’s Tales of Mystery and Imagination published.

1846 Sisters publish Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell (pseudonyms for Charlotte, Emily and Anne). Volume does not sell many copies and receives little attention. Starts writing Jane Eyre in August while nursing her father after a cataract operation in Manchester.

1847 Begins showing publishers The Professor in spring, but receives no interest. Jane Eyre published in October by Smith, Elder. It achieves immediate success. Thomas Newby publishes both Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë and Agnes Grey by Anne Brontë in December.

1848 June, Anne’s Tenant of Wildfell Hall published. Charlotte and Anne visit publishers in London in July to prove the separate identity of the pseudonymous ‘Bells’. Branwell dies in September, followed by Emily in December. Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and Gaskell’s Mary Barton published.

1849 May, Anne dies. Charlotte’s Shirley published in October. Visits London at end of year and has first meeting with Thackeray and Harriet Martineau.

1850 Travels to London in early summer and sits for portrait to Richmond. Meets Elizabeth Gaskell in August on visit to Kay Shuttleworth in Lake District. Visits Harriet Martineau, Ambleside, in December. Wordsworth’s The Prelude published and Dickens starts Household Words.

1851 Visits London for the Great Exhibition and is shown round by David Brewster. Visits a phrenologist with George Smith.

1852 Writing Villette. Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin published.

1853 January, makes what is to be last trip to London. Villette published at end of that month. Travels to Manchester in April to visit Elizabeth Gaskell. Dickens’s Bleak House and Gaskell’s Cranford published.

1854 29 June, marries Revd A. B. Nicholls.

1855 31 March, Charlotte dies at Haworth. Gaskell’s North and South and Trollope’s The Warden published.

1857 Posthumous publication of The Professor. Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë published.




Introduction


New readers are warned that this Introduction makes details of the plot explicit.

Every joy that life gives must be earned ere it is secured; and how hardly earned, those only know who have wrestled for great prizes.

Charlotte Brontë, Shirley (1849)



BRUSSELS

In June 2001 I visited Brussels, where, although people knew of Charlotte Brontë and of her novel Jane Eyre, no one I met knew that Brontë had lived and studied in the city or written Villette, a title that was her fictional name for Brussels. No one knew the whereabouts of the Rue Isabelle, the street historically associated with the Pensionnat Heger where Charlotte and her sister Emily had studied in 1842 and where Charlotte returned as a teacher in 1843–4 hoping for enough education and experience to set up a school in her home town of Haworth in Yorkshire. As I was in Brussels for only one day, I decided to find, first, the site of the Pensionnat, second, the Catholic cathedral where the Protestant Brontë, like Lucy Snowe, her protagonist in Villette, made confession, and, third, the park where Lucy spied on her acquaintances during the carnival night. It was grey, cold and rainy throughout the day; I thought of how such weather must often have further depressed Brontë spirits. I had a commentary from F. B. Pinion’s 1975 A Brontë Companion with detailed instructions on how to find the Rue Isabelle and the Pensionnat Heger, but when I reached the statue from which one is supposed to be able to look down four flights of stairs to the Rue Isabelle I looked down and saw only a small shopping centre. I studied my maps and found one road which existed on both Pinion’s map and a new one: Rue des Douze Apôtes (Twelve Apostles’ Road). There on the left was a well-preserved fifteenth-century building, alongside which steps led down to a street that had connected to the Rue Isabelle. I went down the old cobbled steps to a sign that read Rue Terarken. On the right was the back of the mansion, certainly a building which Brontë, and in her imagination Lucy Snowe, must have passed. I looked left towards where the Rue Isabelle should be, but a little further down the road a nondescript modern building blocked off the Rue Terarken. Near there, buried under the roads and steps, and just about where the Cinema Museum is now, lie the shadows of Brontë, Heger, Lucy Snowe, Madame Beck and Monsieur Paul, haunting Brussels through all its changes. I would have had a much easier but far less adventurous time if I had had access to Eric Ruijssenaar’s book Charlotte Brontë’s Promised Land: The Pensionnat Heger and other Brontë Places in Brussels.

It was easier finding the Cathedral of St Michel and St Gudule, where both Brontë and Lucy Snowe made their confessions. A daughter of a Church of England clergyman, Brontë must have been desperately depressed to have decided that her only hope of comfort lay in thus violating Protestant–Catholic ‘rules’. Inside the dark yet beautifully lit cathedral, with its exquisite fifteenth-and seventeenth-century stained-glass windows, I went from one to another of the dark ornate wooden confessionals, wondering in which one she had confessed. I lit a candle to St Gudule (a seventh-century Belgian, canonized because during her early-morning visits to her church in Moorsel the Devil would blow out her candle, which would then miraculously reignite). I sat thinking about Brontë and her creation Lucy Snowe, and how they survived as women so ahead of their times, their public lives so out of step with the turbulence of their inner emotions.

The park where Lucy went to the carnival in a heightened state of consciousness, spying on those who spied on her, was easy to find, and swept my imagination back to that bright, intense and phantasmagoric scene. I traced some of Brontë’s footsteps through Brussels/Villette, through the old town and over its cobbled streets, through the Grande Place (Great Square) with its fifteenth-century town hall and seventeenth-century guild houses, each competing with the next in design and ornamentation. Lucy’s other sites are untraceable; but we create her and her surroundings in our imaginations as we read Villette.

CHARLOTTE BRONTË’S LIFE AND WORKS

At the time when Villette was written, Charlotte was the only surviving Brontë child and was living alone with her irascible seventy-five-year-old father at Haworth Parsonage, a damp house overlooking the parish cemetery. Charlotte was born in 1816 in Thornton, near Bradford, West Yorkshire; her father, Patrick Brontë (originally Brunty), was from Ireland, and her mother, Maria Branwell, from Cornwall. When Charlotte was four her family moved to Haworth, where her father was the curate of the local Anglican church. The Brontës had six children: Maria (1814–25), Elizabeth (1815–25), Charlotte (1816–55), Branwell (1817–48), Emily (1818–48) and Anne (1820–49). Mrs Brontë died when Charlotte was five, in 1821, and their aunt Elizabeth Branwell came to live with and take care of the children. The older sisters Maria and Elizabeth both died in 1825 from illness contracted at the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge, Lancashire, unhealthily located some 45 miles north-west of Haworth and spartanly run on almost a parody of evangelical beliefs. (The school is figured as Lowood School in Jane Eyre.) Charlotte was sent from 1831 to 1832 to Miss Wooler’s School at Roe Head, less than 20 miles from Haworth, near Huddersfield, West Yorkshire, where she met her lifelong friends Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor. Charlotte returned there as a teacher from 1835 to 1838, and her two younger sisters at some time engaged in the detested role of governess. The Brontë children loved roaming the wild and heather-filled Yorkshire moors near their home and learning the local lore and legends from Tabby/Tabitha Aykroyd – their housekeeper – as well as reading both books and current journals ferociously. Both the countryside and the old legends figured in the children’s prolific writing, while the journals kept them fully informed of current events.

Branwell, Emily, Anne and Charlotte were extremely close, and produced a large juvenilia of adventure stories set in made-up kingdoms in Africa and elsewhere and featuring heroes such as the Duke of Wellington. Although Branwell became too dissipated to write in a focused way as he grew older, all four were actively involved in nightly discussions, pacing round their dining-room table and working together. Christine Alexander records how reading formed Charlotte’s ‘very delight’ from an early age, and how the Brontë geography books ‘provided such exotic names as Fezan, Kashna, Ashantee, Dahomey, Coomassie, Sofala, the Niger, the Gambia, the Senegal… which occur throughout the early stories’. From 1825, Blackwood’s Magazine, founded in 1817 as a Tory (conservative) alternative to the Whig-oriented (reformist) Edinburgh Review, was a main source of knowledge for the Brontë children about current affairs ‘such as… the Arctic and African explorations of Mungo Park [Africa], Parry and Ross [Arctic]’. One of Charlotte’s earliest writings – ‘A Romantic Tale’ (1829) – records the establishment of Glass Town in Africa. Alexander suggests that this story, which ‘describes [twelve young men’s] voyage from England to the east coast of Africa and, after many struggles with the Ashantee natives, their eventual settlement and the building of the “Glass Town”’, was based on Charlotte’s awareness of English emigration to the South African colonies from the 1820s to the 1840s. Alexander discusses how an article in Blackwood’s Magazine of June 1826, on the ‘Geography of Central Africa’, regrets England’s failure to ‘civilize’ Africa, suggesting moving the British trading and colonizing base to a place like the Spanish colony Fernando Po, ‘where health and safety dwell, and where, commanding the outlets of the Niger, Great Britain would command the trade, the improvement, and the civilization of North Central Africa’. A detailed map in Blackwood’s ‘shows Fernando Po to be exactly where the young Brontës founded Glass Town, a centre of commerce and civilization’.1

Charlotte Brontë’s novels concerned themselves with a quite different subject matter from her juvenilia, though, as I will argue later, imperial references inform her work. Her adult novels were often drawn from her life events, and her characters were based on the limited number of people she knew in an existence that was quite circumscribed at Haworth, apart from occasional visits to London or to friends’ houses and her extended stay in Brussels. Perhaps Mrs Bretton’s house in Villette was modelled on the Yorkshire homes of her friends Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor, the Knutsford, Cheshire, house of Elizabeth Gaskell, whom Brontë met as a fellow writer in 1850, and the London house of George Smith, her publisher, and his mother – all of which she visited. Smith wrote in the Cornhill Magazine (9 December, 1900), ‘In “Villette”, my mother was the original of “Mrs Bretton”;… I myself… stood for “Dr John”.’ The headmistress of the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels, Madame Heger, whom Brontë came to dislike (the feeling was mutual), informed Lucy Snowe’s ambivalent feelings towards Madame Beck, while M. Heger, professor of rhetoric in his wife’s boarding school, provided her with the passionate intellectualism which fuelled Lucy’s growing feelings for M. Paul.

Except for the posthumously published The Professor, the entire oeuvre of the Brontë sisters was published during the seven years before Villette. Charlotte, Emily and Anne’s first publication appeared in 1846 as Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell. The sisters chose these ambiguously gendered pseudonyms so that readers would not identify them as the authors and reviewers would not condemn them as women writers. Charlotte’s first novel, The Professor, was finished in 1846 and rejected six times by publishers; it was finally published posthumously in 1857. It was her first attempt to draw on her experiences in Belgium – an attempt which grew into the story of Lucy Snowe in Villette. In October 1847 Charlotte published Jane Eyre, an instant success; Anne published her first novel, Agnes Grey, that year; and in December Emily’s only novel, Wuthering Heights, was published to criticism of its ‘perceived violence… [and] the brutal and savage character of Heathcliffe’.2 The following year started well with the publication of Anne’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, but turned tragic as Branwell died in September, followed by Emily in December.

With Anne the only remaining sibling in the house, Charlotte started work on Shirley, her most political novel, begun in 1848 during the mass emigrations to England resulting from the potato famine in Ireland and as the working-class male Chartists marched on Westminster to seek greater parliamentary reform. Charlotte set the novel in 1811–12; Shirley fictionally represented the activities of the Luddites, protesters who smashed the new industrial machinery which threatened their work. Charlotte had not finished this novel before Anne too died, in May 1849. By an enormous effort of will and passion, Charlotte completed Shirley (the eponymous protagonist was an imaginative re-creation of Emily Brontë) and published it later that desolate year.

After two years in the lonely parsonage Charlotte began writing Villette in March 1851; she finished it in November 1852, and it was published by Smith, Elder & Co. on 28 January 1853. Publication was delayed until then to allow time for Mrs Gaskell’s Ruth (published early in January by the same firm) to reach the reading public. Charlotte found the publisher’s implied comparison with Gaskell’s Ruth – the story of an unmarried mother, redeemed through her death – to be odious, while Elizabeth Gaskell confided to Charlotte that she did not like Lucy Snowe; the two books were, however, often reviewed and classified together as women’s novels.

Villette was to be Charlotte’s last novel, as a result of her marriage in 1854 to Arthur Bell Nichols and her early death. Nichols, once her father’s curate, had loved Charlotte for years. In 1853 he left Haworth for a curacy near Pontefract, 30 miles away, after quarrelling with Patrick Brontë over his persistent desire to marry her. Charlotte knew that Nichols lacked the intellectual acuity and passion that were so necessary for her. However, she ultimately agreed to the marriage. Although she must have been aware that this would seriously threaten her private writing self, she was motivated, as Lyndall Gordon suggests, by several factors.3 First, Nichols’s communication to her from Pontefract via letters was a form of contact she thrived on, for writing engaged her passionate private self – as she had learned under the tutelage of her professor of rhetoric, M. Heger. Second, her publisher, George Smith, became engaged and stopped writing to her as M. Heger, on his wife’s urging, had done before him, providing her with a second loss of nourishing literary letters. Third, although Patrick Brontë and Arthur Bell Nichols had quarrelled over his attentions to Charlotte, Nichols promised to return to Haworth and take care of old Mr Brontë. Finally, there was the prospect of growing old alone, with little money and no male literary correspondents. Although she hoped to continue her private life, the reality after the wedding was that Nichols consumed all his wife’s time. She never wrote again. Pregnant the next year, Charlotte became ill from an intestinal-tract infection and died at the end of March 1855.

Twenty years earlier Charlotte fortunately had not heeded the Poet Laureate Robert Southey’s advice about domestic duties versus writing. After she wrote to him, in December 1836, to ask his opinion of her poetry, he replied the following March:


The day dreams in which you habitually indulge are likely to induce a distempered state of mind… Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life, and it ought not to be. The more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure she will have for it, even as an accomplishment and a recreation. To those duties you have not yet been called, and when you are you will be less eager for celebrity.4



This response of Southey’s is echoed in Villette when M. Paul criticizes the actress Vashti: ‘He judged her as a woman, not an artist: it was a branding judgment’ (Ch. XXIII). Lucy initially appreciates M. Paul’s commendations of her intellectual work, not looking for any affectionate attention. The novel thus participates in revealing the struggle of the professional woman to be taken seriously.

THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT OF VILLETTE

In 1833, nine years before Charlotte Brontë went to Brussels and twenty years before she imagined Lucy Snowe in Villette, two important events occurred in England. First, English literature as a discipline was instituted in the newly established King’s College, London. The College’s innovation introduced the ideological conviction that reading English literature and English history would give middle-class young men, excluded by class from the older seats of learning at Oxford and Cambridge, a sense of pride in their nation by learning what made England great. In the same year slavery was abolished in the English colonies. While both these moves represent increasing democratization within the country and its colonies, nevertheless they also constitute an ironic juxtaposition: the great English past that the young men were to learn about at King’s College also included England’s less than great slave-trading and slave-owning past.

These two events help contextualize Villette. First, the novel – set mainly outside England – contributes to British nation-building in its praise of England’s particular virtues and of Englishwomen’s superiority to the coarse creatures among whom Lucy Snowe finds herself. Nancy Armstrong in Desire and Domestic Fiction links ‘the history of British fiction to the empowering of the middle classes in England through the dissemination of a new female ideal’.5 Until towards the end of the nineteenth century, the novel became the genre which tutored the newly powerful middle class in its manners and expectations, most often in the form of realist domestic fiction; it also, as Deidre David has shown in Rule Britannia, often promoted the idea of England’s national superiority over other nations.6 Second, the British institution of West Indian slavery is a neglected context for Villette. Paul Gilroy in The Black Atlantic claims that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, during fierce British debates on abolition, ‘the moral and political problem of slavery loomed large not least because it was… recognized as internal to the structure of western civilization’.7 The institution of slavery hovers round Villette even as this novel engages in its national propaganda.

Villette is the only Charlotte Brontë novel to have the name of a town as its title, rather than the name of its protagonist – suggesting that it addresses larger concerns than just those of its main character. Although published in 1853, the novel contains allusions to the passage of time which place the events no later than the 1820s: ‘I speak of a time gone by: my hair which till a late period withstood the frosts of time, lies now at last, white, under a white cap, like snow beneath snow’ (Ch. V). The narrative action is thus located during the intense anti-slavery activity in England prior to emancipation in the English colonies in 1833, which happened fifteen years before the 1848 emancipation of slaves in Guadeloupe and Martinique (departments, still, of France) – a point that is salient to appreciating the final actions in the novel, which I will discuss at greater length later.

The half of the nineteenth century that had passed when Brontë wrote Villette was one of rapid transformation. The century opened with memories of the French Revolution of 1789–99 and with a recognition of the alarming possibilities for England as increasingly, between 1811 and 1817, the Luddites smashed machinery in order to protect their jobs in the textile and hosiery industries. The British nation was briefly united during the Napoleonic Wars, which culminated in victory over Napoleon at Waterloo (1815). The movement to abolish slavery – strong in the years after the French Revolution – was diverted during the wars with the French, but regained momentum in the 1820s, engaging large numbers of middle-class men and women in a countrywide print movement which, together with agitation and rebellion in the West Indies, resulted in 1833 in the Emancipation Act. Thus ended Britain’s brisk and brutal centuries-old exploitation of Africans through the institution of slavery.

Meanwhile, not only were slaves agitating for freedom, but middle-class men and women were demanding the right to vote in Britain: in 1832 a limited number of the wealthier middle-class men were enfranchised. Roman Catholicism was regaining some ground lost since the sixteenth-century Reformation in England, while evolutionary theories were growing in acceptance, culminating in the publication in 1859 of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life. After the paternalistic humanitarianism of the abolitionists, racial thinking in Britain evolved along with the new biological and anthropological sciences. Rejecting monogenism (the idea that all humans are of one species), some race scientists by mid-century were promoting polygenism (the idea that humans originate from several species), thereby separating the Saxon-originated English both from the inferior Celts, such as the Irish and Scots, and also from what Robert Knox in The Races of Men (1850) termed ‘the dark races’.8

In addition to these political, social, cultural and religious shifts and challenges, the British were contending intellectually with the transformation of time and space wrought by the steam engine and its ability to move faster and for longer than a person or a horse, which had hitherto limited speed of movement. With the rise of commodity capitalism and of advertising, English life became dominated by a middle-class consumer society, while the English promoted the sense of their own superiority that was inculcated by their vast and expanding empire. An example of this is on the very title page to the first edition of Villette, reproduced in this edition, where the publication citation reads, ‘LONDON: | SMITH, ELDER & CO., 65, CORNHILL. | SMITH, TAYLOR & CO., BOMBAY.’ The stretch of Britain’s imperial interests by 1853 resulted in the first edition of Villette being simultaneously published in London and Bombay in an attempt to boost the dwindling fortunes of Smith, Elder & Co. in London.

However, while it is important to be aware of how England’s colonizing enterprise informed the century’s literature, it is also important to remember that England was a country simultaneously of increasing middle-class wealth and of dire working-class poverty, as documented by Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the Working Class in England (1844).9 As industry – supported by resources from the expanding colonies – substituted for rural production, people increasingly moved from the country to the manufacturing cities to find work. Their poverty and crushing labour approached an internal form of colonization. Goods and resources were appropriated by the white wealthy through the labour of the white poor and the quasi-Africanized (Irish) Celts at home and of the dark-skinned abroad.10 In 1851 – the year before Brontë wrote Villette – the Great Exhibition held in the Crystal Palace flaunted Britain’s enormous technological accomplishments and material developments, as well as housing wares from all over the world. Although she visited it, somewhat against her will, when on a visit to London, Brontë ‘was not much impressed by the Great Exhibition, a mix of Glass Town palace and bazaar’.11

Alongside these pervasive changes in the means of production – and the national self-congratulation that accompanied them, despite their harsh realities for the working poor and the colonized – were some transformations in Protestant religious tolerance. In 1829 the Catholic Emancipation Act had been passed, allowing Catholic participation in government. In February 1851 an article in Blackwood’s Magazine, ‘The Dangers of the Country: Our External Dangers’, lamented this Act, the Pope’s subsequent division of England into Roman Catholic dioceses for the first time in three hundred years and the appointment in 1850 of Cardinal Nicholas Wiseman as Archbishop of Westminster. Blackwood’s understood the 1829 Act as leading both to ‘the re-establishment of the Romanish worship in every parish of the realm’ and also to an awakening of ‘the dormant strength of the Protestant principle’.12 An increased focus on England’s identification with Protestantism informs both the era during which Villette is set and also the time during which Brontë wrote the novel.13

WRITING THE NOVEL

If the temporal setting of the novel is in the 1820s then the geographical location is unflatteringly described: Brontë named the town Villette (Little Town) in Labassecour (The Farmyard). This fictional location, along with the frequency with which Brontë employs French, allows for narrative elision between the more complex history of England and France and the less problematic one of England and Belgium. The novel tells of the painfully orphaned Lucy Snowe, who leaves England in her early twenties and ultimately finds a position as a teacher in Madame Beck’s pensionnat or boarding school in Villette. She perceives herself as a ‘shadow’ in social contexts, while inwardly experiencing intense emotion. Lucy establishes herself as an excellent teacher, but must also travel the terrain of love as she confronts her passionate feelings for two men. She negotiates her way between work and love towards a seemingly satisfactory, if unorthodox, conclusion. Brontë was certain that, aesthetically and rationally, Villette required M. Paul’s death at sea. However, her father insisted she conform to accepted notions of happy endings. She obliged, but only to the extent of making the ending slightly ambiguous, and some present-day readers still debate what happens. (The last note to Chapter XLII provides further details. Charles Dickens had a similar problem with his editor over the original ending of Great Expectations in 1861.)

Not only the ending of the novel proved difficult. Lucy’s description of her hard-won creative process, which would not rise to public performance, was presumably culled from Brontë’s own despair and exultation when writing:


I… who needed the fresh silence of morning, or the recluse peace of evening, to win from the Creative Impulse one evidence of his presence, one proof of his force; I, with whom that Impulse was the most intractable, the most capricious, the most maddening of masters… – a deity, which sometimes… would not speak when questioned, would not hear when appealed to, would not, when sought, be found; but would stand, all cold, all indurated, all granite, a dark Baal with carven lips and blank eye-balls, and breast like the stone face of a tomb; and again, suddenly, at… some long-trembling sob of the wind, at some rushing past of an unseen stream of electricity, the irrational demon would… stir strangely alive, would rush from its pedestal like a perturbed Dagon, calling… to its victim for some blood or some breath… – rousing its priest,… perhaps filling its temple with a strange hum of oracles… – yielding it sordidly, as though each word had been a drop of the deathless ichor of its own dark veins… This tyrant… (Ch. XXX)



Given the traditional literary emphasis on the woman as muse to male writers, it is noteworthy that both Brontë and her protagonist, Lucy, struggle not with an inspiring and erotic female muse, but with a powerful and withholding male demon.

Brontë’s letters on the difficulties of writing Villette defined the extra demons she had to fight to write the novel – her loneliness, her own ill health, and the demands placed on her by her father’s health:


Last autumn I got on for a time quickly. I ventured to look forward to spring as the period of publication: my health gave way; I passed such a winter as, having been once experienced, will never be forgotten. The spring proved little better than a protraction of trial. The warm weather and a visit to the sea have done me much good physically; but as yet I have recovered neither elasticity of animal spirits nor flow of the power of composition. And if it were otherwise the difference would be of no avail; my time and thoughts are at present taken up with close attendance on my father, whose health is just now in a very critical state. (28 July 1852)14



Two months later she wrote to her friend Ellen Nussey, ‘I don’t get on – I feel fettered – incapable – sometimes very low – However – at present the subject must not be dwelt upon – it presses me too hardly – nearly and painfully. Less than ever can I taste or know pleasure till this work is wound up’ (24 September 1852). Yet by October that year she could write to her publisher, George Smith:


You must notify honestly what you think of ‘Villette’ when you have read it. I can hardly tell you how I hunger to hear some opinion beside my own, and how I have sometimes desponded, and almost despaired, because there was no one to whom to read a line, or of whom to ask counsel. ‘Jane Eyre’ was not written under such circumstances, nor were two-thirds of ‘Shirley.’ I got so miserable about it, I could bear no allusion to the book. It is not finished yet; but now I hope. (30 October 1852)



She was confident she would finish Villette, but also very aware of the loss of her sisters as the critics she had depended on when writing. She was relieved, however, when she heard Smith’s favourable response to the first two parts. Writing to him in November she expressed that pleasure and also her agreement with some of his concerns. She also revealed worries as to how the third volume would turn out:


Most of the third volume is given to the development of the ‘crabbed Professor’s’ character. Lucy must not marry Dr John; he is far too youthful, handsome, bright-spirited, and sweet-tempered… and must draw a prize in life’s lottery. His wife must be young, rich, pretty; he must be made very happy indeed. If Lucy marries anybody it must be the Professor – a man in whom there is much to forgive, much to ‘put up with.’ But I am not leniently disposed towards Miss Frost [see next letter]; from the beginning I never meant to appoint her lines in pleasant places. The conclusion of this third volume is still a matter of some anxiety. (3 November 1852)



Though plagued by headaches, she persevered and wrote to William Smith Williams, the literary adviser to Smith & Son, about some of his concerns:


As to the name of the heroine, I can hardly express what subtlety of thought made me decide upon giving her a cold name; but at first I called her ‘Lucy Snowe’ (spelt with an ‘e’), which Snowe I afterwards changed to ‘Frost.’ Subsequently I rather regretted the change, and wished it ‘Snowe’ again. If not too late I should like the alteration to be made now throughout the MS. A cold name she must have… for she has about her an external coldness.

You say that she may be thought morbid and weak, unless the history of her life be more fully given. I consider that she is both morbid and weak at times; her character sets up no pretensions to unmixed strength, and anybody living her life would necessarily become morbid. It was no impetus of healthy feeling which urged her to the confessional, for instance; it was the semi-delirium of solitary grief and sickness. (6 November 1852)



By 20 November she was able to send the third volume of Villette to Smith, and shortly afterwards she responded to his comments on it:


I must pronounce you right again, in your complaint of the transfer of interest in the third volume from one set of characters to another. It is not pleasant, and it will probably be found as unwelcome to the reader as it was, in a sense, compulsory upon the writer. The spirit of romance would have indicated another course, far more flowery and inviting; it would have fashioned a paramount hero, kept faithfully with him, and made him supremely worshipful… but this would have been unlike real life – inconsistent with truth – at variance with probability. (6 December 1852)



From these letters it is clear that Brontë knew that the novel flaunted conventional expectations; yet her concept of realism dictated that it frustrate those expectations – and gave plenty of fodder to the reviewers.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY OPINIONS OF VILLETTE

On 12 February 1853, fifteen days after the publication of Villette, the reviewer for The Athenaeum (a serious intellectual weekly review) wrote, ‘So curious a novel as Villette seldom comes before us, – and rarely one offering so much matter for remark.’15

The contemporary responses, as collected by Miriam Allott in The Brontës: The Critical Heritage, reveal deeply differing ‘remarks’ about Villette. Harriet Martineau, a prolific writer on slavery, economics, government and India, and a prodigious travel writer, declared it ‘perhaps the strangest, the most astonishing’ novel, ‘crowded with beauties’ and ‘almost intolerably painful’. She disliked the book’s focus, however: ‘all the female characters, in all their thoughts and lives, are full of one thing, or are regarded by the reader in the light of that one thought – love’.16 ‘There are’, the unmarried Martineau declared, ‘substantial, heartfelt interests for women of all ages, and under ordinary circumstances, quite apart from love.’17 In a slightly different, but connected, vein the novelist William Thackeray wrote in a patronizing tone to a woman friend, ‘The poor little woman of genius!… she wants some Tomkins or another to love her and be in love with… here is… a genius, a noble heart longing to mate itself and destined to wither away into old maidenhood with no chance to fulfil the burning desire.’18 To another woman friend he dismissed Villette as ‘rather vulgar – I don’t make my good women ready to fall in love with two men at once’.19 Thackeray indulged in the rhetoric which was also to plague the nineteenth-century American poet Emily Dickinson, namely that women wrote because they could not get a good husband to take their minds off such nonsense. The same belief had produced Southey’s response to Brontë when she asked his opinion of her poems.

George Henry Lewes (a distinguished critic and reviewer, who in 1854 became George Eliot’s lifetime partner) took the novel more seriously, and praised Brontë: ‘Hers is the passionate heart to feel, and the powerful brain to give feeling shape; and that is why she is so original, so fascinating.’20 Given the Victorian medical rhetoric admonishing women against feeding blood to their brains rather than to their wombs, where it biologically belonged, Lewes here is radical in his claim that Brontë had a ‘powerful brain’. Mary Ann Evans, who would – as George Eliot – begin her own career as a novelist a few years later, with the publication of Scenes from Clerical Life (1857), wrote to a woman friend, ‘I am only just returned to a sense of real wonder about me, for I have been reading Villette, a still more wonderful book than Jane Eyre. There is something almost preternatural about its power.’21 Conversely the prominent poet and essayist Matthew Arnold was dismissive of Brontë’s achievement. In the same year as Villette was published, Arnold published the preface to a collection of his poems in which he discussed why he left his earlier ‘Empedocles on Etna’ out of this volume:


What then are the situations, from the representation of which, though accurate, no poetical enjoyment can be derived? They are those in which the suffering finds no vent in action; in which a continuous state of mental distress is prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or resistance; in which there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done.22



No wonder he wrote, ‘Why is Villette disagreeable? Because the writer’s mind contains nothing but hunger, rebellion and rage, and therefore that is all she can, in fact put into her book.’23

The Spectator, while finding many pleasures in Villette, also found ‘little that is cheerful or consoling… [Lucy] took a savage delight in refusing to be comforted, in a position indeed of isolation and hardship.’24 The reviewer understood this isolated, painful situation to be both personal to Lucy Snowe and also a national issue. He recognized that ‘the mind of Miss Lucy Snowe in writing the book had changed from the mood in which she passed through the scenes described in it… a great calm had settled down upon the heart once so torn by storms’.25 He also identified Lucy’s plight as part of a larger national situation:


this book, far more than Jane Eyre, sounds like a bitter complaint against the destiny of those women whom circumstances reduce to a necessity of working for their living by teaching, and who are debarred from the exercise of those affections which are indeed the crown of a woman’s happiness, but which it is unwise and untrue to make indispensable to a calm enjoyment of life and to an honourable and useful employment of it.26



This reviewer, while endorsing marriage as representing woman’s ultimate happiness, yet recognized it could not be the only route to ‘the calm enjoyment of life’ and that women must therefore be provided with meaningful employment. He did, however, misread Lucy’s desire for professional autonomy as ‘a bitter complaint’ against having to work.

The Eclectic Review, representing Protestant Churches outside the Church of England, deplored the book’s attention to a women’s world: the site of the action – with its ‘crochet, guard-chains, cookery, and dress, and all the vapid details of a girls’ school room’27 – perturbed the reviewer, who believed that even the very best writer could make nothing of such material. Yet just four years later, in 1857, the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning published a novel/epic poem, Aurora Leigh, whose protagonist, a woman poet, insists that poets’ work is to privilege the domestic sphere:


… represent the age,
Their age, not Charlemagne’s, – this live, throbbing age,
That brawls, cheats, maddens, calculates, aspires,
And spends more passion, more heroic heat,
Betwixt the mirrors of its drawing-rooms,
Than Roland with his knight at Roncesvalle. (V, 202–6)



Eugène ForÇade, in Revue des deux mondes,28 extended these gender concerns into class considerations. He classified Brontë as ‘a middle-class writer’,29 yet discerned that


the qualities that distinguish [Villette]… defy analysis. It is the minutely depicted scenes that endow the characters with a living and piquant reality; it is the author’s technique that enhances with a personal touch and with unexpected and original handling the most apparently common subjects. It is the fiery spirit of the mind and the pen, that bursts through the deliberately prosaic nature of the incidents and situations.30



THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY NOVEL AND CHARLOTTE BRONTË’S STYLE

George Henry Lewes’s praise of Villette included a recognition of the novel’s unconventionality and of its author’s ‘fiery spirit’. He called the book


a work of astonishing power and passion [with] an influence of truth as healthful as a mountain breeze. Contempt of conventions in all things, in style, in thought, even in the art of story-telling, here visibly springs from the independent originality of a strong mind nurtured in solitude. As a novel, in the ordinary sense of the word, Villette has few claims; as a book, it is one which, having read, you will not easily forget.31



Both Brontë and Lewes celebrated the unconventionality of Villette. Brontë distinguished it from the flowery ‘spirit of romance’; Lewes declared it had few claims ‘in the ordinary sense’ to the genre of the novel. Linda M. Shires sums up the conventions of the nineteenth-century novel at the time of the publication of Villette: the novel spoke of the relation of self and society; it had realism as its dominant mode of representation, and relied on third-person omniscient narration.


Realism privileges a reading focusing on a central character or several central characters. It stresses a model of coherence or consistency not only in its form but also in the construction of characters. When the consistency or coherence of a character is challenged, through any number of disrupting desires or eternal events, the movement of the narrative usually reinstates order. The ending is normally that of marriage or death.32



At the outset, with the description of Lucy staying with her godmother, Mrs Bretton, along with little Polly Home and Graham Bretton, the schoolboy son of the house, Brontë’s first-person narrative promises a domestic fiction. Yet Lucy becomes marginal to the games and flirtations of six-year-old Polly and the older Graham. Her own family life is never spoken of except as wrecked. One aspect of the unconventionality of this Bildungsroman (or novel of development) is that what promises to be a domestic fiction ending in a ‘reinstated order’ of three marriages becomes a novel of development set almost entirely in the workplace of Madame Beck’s pensionnat and ultimately in Lucy’s own school. It ends with two definite marriages and an ambiguous merging of marriage and death.

Lucy is an unreliable narrator of this unconventional tale; initially we experience this through her reticence about her personal circumstances and history. We hear nothing about her immediate family, learning only of their supposed deaths in her cryptic comment ‘the ship was lost, the crew perished’ (Ch. IV). Not only does this mysteriously hide the specifics of her family, it also presages the end of the novel. As does Miss Marchmont, the woman whose companion Lucy becomes. Her stifling thirty-year grief for her dead love, Frank, presages Lucy’s grief over M. Paul. But the empowered professional woman that Lucy becomes is quite different from the grieving wealthy spinster Miss Marchmont. Nicholas Dames in Amnesiac Selves sees Lucy’s suppression of her past as an aspect of the way in which physiognomy informs the novel. The characters act on what they see on others’ faces, and what that predicts about their future, not on what they learn about their past.33

As the novel progresses, Lucy withholds further information from readers, especially over the identity of Dr John and when she first recognizes him. She also initially withholds her identity from Dr John: ‘To say anything on the subject, to hint at my discovery, had not suited my habits of thought, or assimilated with my system of feeling. On the contrary, I had preferred to keep the matter to myself. I liked entering his presence covered with a cloud he had not seen through’ (Ch. XVI). She treats Mrs Bretton in the same way, and this withholding also extends to Lucy’s teasing method of interacting with M. Paul on his birthday (Chs. XXVIII and XXIX).

Lucy’s withholding narrative style is well suited to the larger framework of the school in which she works, which is run in a way that prompts Lucy to describe Madame Beck as ‘finely accomplished… in the art of surveillance’ (Ch. XII). Lucy becomes aware of this soon after her arrival, as, without herself being seen, she observes Madame Beck go through her drawers ‘like a true star’ (Ch. XIII) to keep track of her employee when she thinks Lucy is asleep or out. Lucy observes this with increasing admiration as she comes to understand the methods by which a widow with two children must make a living. It encourages her to make her own style one of surveillance too, to outwit or at least match Madame Beck. This reaches its height towards the end of the novel when Lucy spies on the revellers in the carnival in the Grande Pare. Madame Beck also provides a model for Lucy in another way. Lucy plans her own school when she has ‘saved one thousand francs’. She has learned that Madame Beck’s ‘commencement was… from no higher starting-point, and where is she now? All these premises and this garden are hers, bought with her own money; she has a competency already secured for old age, and a flourishing establishment under her direction, which will furnish a career for her children’ (Ch. XXXI).

An unusual aspect of Madame Beck’s establishment is the legend and appearance of a mysterious nun, who, along with all the surveillance, provides a Gothic air to the place. Lucy first thinks of the nun when locked in the attic to learn her part in the school play: ‘rumour affirmed that the ghostly Nun of the garden had once been seen here’ (Ch. XIV). However, all she sees is a ‘very dark and large rat, with a long tail’. After Lucy has gone again to the attic, of her own accord, to read a longed-for letter, she reports, ‘this I vow – I saw there – in that room – on that night – an image like – a NUN’. The punctuation supports the breathless terror Lucy felt (Ch. XXII). Lucy learns ‘that hundreds of years ago a nun was buried here alive at the foot of this very tree, beneath the ground which now bears us’ in the garden (Ch. XXXI). To reveal the nun’s stories – both comic and tragic – would give away too many secrets here. Suffice it to say that, whereas Jane Eyre’s ‘other’ in that eponymous novel is the large and wild colonized subject Jamaican Bertha Mason, who as an image and a person warns Jane about the dangers of passion, Lucy Snowe’s ‘other’ appears to be the Roman Catholic nun, the very image of repressed passion. In her more serious appearances she comes as a warning against concealing passion.

LUCY’S MELANCHOLIA

As I have demonstrated, the first readers of Villette were deeply divided, between those who found the novel to be one of great power springing ‘from the independent originality of a strong mind nurtured in solitude’ and those who found such a mind to represent all that seemed deeply flawed about the novel. Many critics found Lucy Snowe a problematic narrator – one ‘destined to wither away into old maidenhood with no chance to fulfil the burning desire’;34 whose ‘writer’s mind contains nothing but hunger, rebellion and rage’;35 ‘almost intolerably painful’;36 with ‘needlessly tragical apostrophes’ and ‘every now and then, in a determined way, some dirge to the burden of “I can’t be happy” sound[ing] from within’;37 who ‘took a savage delight in refusing to be comforted, in a position of isolation and hardship’.38 This focus on Villette’s problematic narrator resonates to ways in which medical men in the mid nineteenth century understood women’s physiology, pathologizing the very fact of being a woman, such that the reproductive and sexual phases of a woman’s life – menstruation, marriage, childbirth, lactation and menopause, or their lack – all became fraught with inherent maladies and perplexities in the eyes of the men who then dominated medical discourse. While women’s experience was often, of course, quite different from the imaginings of these scientific gentlemen, nevertheless they produced a rhetoric which too often determined how women were perceived. This pathologizing tendency, in an age which sought to categorize and reason everything scientifically, would evolve later in the century into the separate categories of psychology and medicine.

The critics’ assessment of Lucy could not reflect her predicament: what we would today call clinical depression. In the late eighteenth century the term ‘depression’ was usually understood to be an economic term, but during the time of the romantic writers, especially Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834), the term was transformed so that by the mid nineteenth century it incorporated nervous disorders, just as more recently it has again been transformed to encompass a biochemical disorder affecting a person’s mood. Lucy first reports a condition of ‘sorrowful indifference to existence… a despairing resignation to reach betimes the end of all things earthly’ when she was alone with ‘a poor deformed and imbecile pupil’ during the long vacation (Ch. XV). While, as Brontë asserted, Lucy did have a ‘morbid’ character at times, this depression was clearly also brought on by her circumstances, causing her ‘mental pain… wasting and wearing’. Dr John describes her condition as ‘nervous fever’ and ‘Hypochondria’ (Ch. XVII). Lucy does not discuss her low spirits with Mrs Bretton, understanding the latter to be one of those for whom depression has no experiential meaning. Lucy depicts the contrast between the two of them in terms of storms, ships and shipwrecks:


The difference between her and me might be figured by that between the stately ship, cruising safe on smooth seas, with its full complement of crew, a captain gay and brave, and venturous and provident; and the life-boat, which most days of the year lies dry and solitary in an old dark boat-house, only putting to sea when the billows run high in rough weather, when cloud encounters water, when danger and death divide between them the rule of the great deep. No, the ‘Louisa Bretton’ never was out of harbour on such a night, and in such a scene: her crew could not conceive it; so the half-drowned life-boat man keeps his own counsel, and spins no yarns. (Ch. XVII)



Lucy here casts herself into the male gender, the lifeboat man acting alone, whereas the ‘Louisa Bretton’ has a crew to sail her. When Lucy views the King of Labassecour at the concert (Ch. XX) her reading of his physiognomy identifies him as ‘a silent sufferer’ having that ‘darkest foe of humanity – constitutional melancholy’. She thus recognizes a fellow sufferer, for hers also ‘was a soon-depressed, an easily-deranged temperament’ (Ch. XXVII).

At Haworth, Patrick Brontë had a well-thumbed book, with much marginalia, entitled Modern Domestic Medicine, published in 1827 by Thomas John Graham (significant for the name – John Graham Bretton – bestowed by Brontë on the doctor in Villette). The entire family was very familiar with its contents, and


Thomas John Graham’s writings on ‘melancholy’ may have informed Brontë’s portrayal of Lucy’s experiences during the long vacation, for Graham writes about ‘disturbed and restless nights, sometimes attended with fever, debility, frequent sighing’ (p. 399). The advice offered is the following: ‘the place of retreat and security should be light, airy, pleasant, and cheerful’ (p. 400); like Dr John in Villette, Thomas John Graham emphasizes ‘[j]udicious conversation and cheering advice’ (p. 401). This emphasis on the cheerful recurs in Dr John’s advice in Villette, to which Lucy responds, ‘No mockery in this world ever sounds to me so hollow as that of being told to cultivate happiness’ (Chapter XXII). In general such medical descriptions often inform Brontë’s depictions of her characters and their experiences, as well as the voice and personality of Dr John in Villette.39



In his discussion of ‘Insanity, or Mental Derangement’ Graham includes the following among the causes of ‘insanity’: ‘a changeable climate… intense study… the struggle between the principles of religion, morality, and education, on the one side, and the passions on the other’.40 Not only did Lucy live in a ‘changeable climate’ and engage in ‘intense study’, but Graham could not have summarized better her struggle between passion and reason. Lucy says of the invalided Miss Marchmont, for whom she works, that ‘a vein of reason ever ran through her passion’ (Ch. IV). As Lucy later battles her own passions with her strong reason she can claim, ‘These struggles with the natural character, the strong native bent of the heart, may seem futile and fruitless, but in the end they do good. They tend, however slightly, to give the actions, the conduct, that turn which Reason approves, and which Feelings, perhaps, too often opposes’ (Ch. XVII). Yet, later she refers to ‘this hag, this Reason’, while glorying in claiming that


Reason might be right; yet no wonder we are glad at times to defy her, to rush from under her rod and give a truant hour to Imagination – her soft, bright foe, our sweet Help, our divine Hope… Reason is vindictive as a devil: for me, she was always envenomed as a step-mother. If I have obeyed her it has chiefly been with the obedience of fear, not of love. Long ago I should have died of her ill-usage: her stint, her chill, her barren board, her icy bed, her savage, ceaseless blows; but for that kinder Power who holds my secret and sworn allegiance. (Ch. XXI)



As Lyndall Gordon has so well argued in Charlotte Brontë: A Passionate Life, the pathologically tiny, shy author who hated moving into society was powered by a passionate imagination. Some critics have suggested that Brontë despaired over not engaging her publisher, George Smith, or, more fundamentally, her teacher, the married M. Heger, in a romantic relationship. Gordon argues more convincingly that Brontë’s passion thrived on the serious intellectual letters from and discussions with these men (figured, as we have seen, as Dr John and M. Paul in Villette), no matter what other feelings they provoked. It was the endless waiting for and the eventual loss of letters from these two that was so devastating to her emotional well-being.

In 1845 Thomas John Graham published a fourth edition of his On the Diseases of Females. In it he warned, ‘All parents will do well to observe the fact, and act upon it, that all the arts, such as music and painting, including that of design, excite vividly the imagination.’41 M. Paul would seem to concur with Graham’s words about the physical dangers inherent in over-stimulating women’s minds, and acts in lieu of her parents when he finds Lucy, alone in a museum, staring at a large portrait of the semi-draped Cleopatra (Ch. XIX). Dr John had escorted Lucy to the museum, intending to return to escort her home after her morning’s viewing. M. Paul is horrified, first, that Lucy should be in the museum alone and, second, that she should be staring at the semi-nude and voluptuous Cleopatra. Lucy had in fact been scathing in her thoughts about this portrait of a woman – a ‘huge, dark-complexioned gipsy-queen’ – ‘loung[ing] away the noon on a sofa’ and the ‘wretched untidiness surrounding her… Pots and pans – perhaps I ought to say vases and goblets’. On M. Paul’s arrival, however, she is disturbed by his notion that it is scandalous for her to be alone and viewing that picture, and is even more scathing of the pictures he sits her down to examine – four scenes she identifies as ‘flat, dead, pale and formal’ depicting ‘The Life of a Woman’. The four stages represented are ‘Young Girl’, ‘Wife’, ‘Young Mother’ and ‘Widow’. Lucy comments to herself, ‘All these four “Anges” [Angels] were grim and gray as burglars, and cold and vapid as ghosts. What women to live with! insincere, ill-humoured, bloodless, brainless nonentities! As bad in their way as the indolent gipsy-giantess, the Cleopatra, in hers.’ Lucy here is confronted with two unrealistic images of women; the Cleopatra, which Graham would declare to ‘excite vividly the imagination’ in an unhealthy way for a young woman, and M. Paul’s choice, which bores her. Her own sense of womanhood is nowhere reflected for her to see.

Thomas John Graham’s warning against the arts was reiterated in E. J. Tilt’s On the Preservation of the Health of Women at the Critical Periods of Life (1851). English nurseries, Tilt boasted, were superior to those in the rest of the world because they were ruled by the best women in the world. Crucial to this superiority was a mother who would raise a daughter committed not to novels or the theatre, but to self-command. Tilt also advised against ‘the frequenting of Balls, Routs, Operas etc, where in addition to the numerous stimuli to be encountered, hot and impure air must be breathed’.42 Only when women were past childbearing and child-rearing age, Tilt claimed, were their literary and political achievements possible. Though Brontë herself was still of childbearing age while writing Villette, she participated in the notions circulating in her day by identifying Lucy as being much older when writing her life story, with her ‘snow beneath snow’.

In terms of these samples of the medical thought of the day, then, Lucy’s early loss of her family, her sea voyage, her interest in literary pursuits and her evident enjoyment of the theatre, as both an actor and a spectator, would all place her in a very compromised position, as would her ongoing struggle between passion and reason. Though a strong survivor, even if ‘weak and morbid’ at times, she is threatened by her pursuits, and her depression might well have been explained by Tilt as due to her faulty upbringing and her subsequent lifestyle. His advice would seem to be validated by her fainting at the play and having to be taken to Graham Bretton’s house. Yet Brontë ultimately subverts these medical assumptions in portraying how Lucy’s strong powers of reason enable her to understand her situation and her deep emotions. This is exemplified by the passage surrounding the crucial question which resonates through Villette when Ginevra Fanshawe asks Lucy, ‘Who are you, Miss Snowe?’ (Ch. XXVII). To this Lucy answers, ‘Who am I indeed? Perhaps a personage in disguise.’ To Ginevra’s, ‘If you really are the nobody I once thought you, you must be a cool hand’ and, later, ‘Nobody in this world was ever such a Turk to me as you are!’43 Lucy replies, ‘I am a rising character: once an old lady’s companion, then a nursery-governess, now a school-teacher.’ Ginevra tries one more time: ‘Do – do tell me who you are?’ Lucy had earlier pondered this question when reflecting on the moon one night, remembering it in her childhood in Old England, in long past days…


Oh, my childhood! I had feelings: passive as I lived, little as I spoke, cold as I looked, when I thought of past days, I could feel. About the present, it was better to be stoical; about the future – such a future as mine – to be dead. And in catalepsy and a dead trance, I studiously held the quick of my nature.

At that time, I well remember whatever could excite – certain accidents of the weather, for instance, were almost dreaded by me, because they woke the being I was always lulling, and stirred up a craving cry I could not satisfy. (Ch. XII)



Lucy develops her own sense of who she is as her time in Villette passes. Her depression may well have been fuelled by the trauma of her forced isolation; she has no mother to guide her, and must observe Madame Beck, Mrs Bretton, the adult Polly Home and Ginevra Fanshawe as possible ways of being female in the social world as she finds her own passionate professional identity from or in opposition to theirs.

PHYSIOGNOMY, RACE AND NATION

When Lucy first arrives in Villette two significant events are juxtaposed. First, when late at night she turns up hungry, scared but hopeful at Madame Beck’s Pensionnat de Demoiselles and asks for employment, Madame Beck summons her cousin, M. Paul, and tells him, ‘I want your opinion. We know your skill in physiognomy; use it now. Read that countenance.’ Lucy reports, ‘The little man fixed on me his spectacles. A resolute compression of the lips, and gathering of the brow, seemed to say that he meant to see through me’ (Ch. VII). The next chapter introduces the Irish Mrs Sweeny, whom Lucy is to replace as governess to Madame Beck’s children. Before we even meet Mrs Sweeny we are told of a disturbing smell – ‘a smell, in short, of whiskey’. Then, ‘Beside a table, on which flared the remnant of a candle guttering to waste in the socket, a coarse woman, heterogeneously clad in a broad-striped showy silk dress and a stuff apron, sat in a chair fast asleep. To complete the picture, and leave no doubt as to the state of matters, a bottle and an empty glass stood at the sleeping beauty’s elbow.’ Lucy comments, ‘I need hardly explain to the reader that this lady was in effect a native of Ireland’ (Ch. VIII).

I place these two passages together because they both derive from the nineteenth century’s increasing obsession with classification. Physiognomy – akin to phrenology, the practice of judging character and intellect by the shape and size of the skull – was held by some, and devoutly by Brontë, to be a scientific practice whose adepts could tell someone’s character and indeed future actions just by reading his or her face, as I have described Lucy identifying the King’s face as that of a fellow sufferer of chronic melancholy. Madame Beck does not ask about Lucy’s family, her past or her qualifications, but when told that Lucy cannot provide a reference she trusts her cousin’s reading of Lucy’s face when he concludes ‘Engage her.’ Later M. Paul will see ‘a passionate ardour for triumph in your physiognomy’ after Lucy acts in a vaudeville (Ch. XV). Some nineteenth-century scientists maintained that they could categorize the different races by observing and measuring their faces and other physical characteristics to determine their innate intelligence and inherent capabilities.44 (Such measurements by English scientists always resulted in the English coming out at the top of the hierarchy.) There is therefore some similarity between reading character by physiognomy and reading innate behaviours (such as those of the Irish) by race.

In her description of Mrs Sweeny, Brontë is probably echoing her father’s distaste for his Irish ancestry as well as employing the English cultural stereotype of the ‘black’ Irish.45 However, the practice of reading faces and the racializing of characters in Villette are interconnected aspects of the novel. Mrs Bretton is described as ‘dark for an English-woman’, with ‘cheerful black eyes’ (Ch. I). Her son, however, sports piercing blue eyes and golden hair – the very model of the Saxon English whom Robert Knox proclaimed superior to the Celtic British and Irish in his The Races of Men. Paulina, Graham’s childhood friend and future wife, however, being descended from a father of combined Scottish and French ancestry and therefore of Celtic origin, has hair ‘darker than that of her Saxon cousin’ – Graham Bretton (Ch. XXVII).

The most culturally revealing way in which physiognomy and race are intertwined is in the person of M. Paul, who is of Spanish descent. Initially Lucy describes him as ‘A dark little man… a harsh apparition, with his close-shorn, black head, his broad, sallow brow, his thin cheek, his wide and quivering nostril’ (Ch. XIV). In this description she conjures up African features, reminding us of Othello, the Shakespearian Moor. This description changes startlingly once Lucy begins to love him and sees him smile:


any illuminated sign of milder or warmer feeling struck me as wholly new in his visage. It changed it as from a mask to a face: the deep lines left his features; the very complexion seemed clearer and fresher; that swart, sallow, southern darkness which spoke his Spanish blood, became displaced by a lighter hue. I know not that I have ever seen in any other human face an equal metamorphosis from a similar cause. (Ch. XXVII)



As M. Paul becomes a man whom Lucy can love, he becomes lighter in complexion, his ‘southern darkness’ giving way to northern-European lightness.

IMPERIALISM IN VILLETTE

Awareness of this racializing feature in Villette connects to a suppressed narrative in the novel. While recent criticism on Jane Eyre has focused on the oriental rhetoric and the imperial aspects of Bertha Mason being from colonial Jamaica and St John Rivers going out to ‘tame’ the ‘natives’ of India with Christianity,46 no one seems to have noticed the more subtle imperial framework of Villette. When M. Paul travels to the island of Guadeloupe, a French colony in the Caribbean Antilles, this can be read just as a plot device to frustrate the lovers, but it is one which depends upon Brontë’s knowledge that her readers share with her a familiarity with European slavery and colonization. If noticed with any geographical specificity at all, this reference to Guadeloupe usually functions for current readers as a mere plot device that accounts for the probable drowning of M. Paul on his return three years later. It is enlightening here to remember Gayatri Spivak’s claim that nineteenth-century English literature embodies England’s imperial mission, thereby enacting a ‘role… in the production of cultural representation’ and in ‘the “worlding” [making the world] of what is now called the “the Third World”’.47 Suvendrini Perera argues that empire and English literature have been mutually constitutive since the Renaissance and England’s colonization of Ireland: literature, she argues, naturalizes empire by creating a climate which accommodates it.48 This invites an attempt to understand Villette not just as a story of individual consciousness but as a national narrative. This latter aspect appears most obviously in the novel’s delineation of Protestant England as superior to Catholic Belgium and France, but it is also apparent in the way that M. Paul’s stay in Guadeloupe reveals the vexed history imposed by Europeans on Africans in the Caribbean.

Paradoxically, though Lucy occupies a personal place in the novel as a ‘shadow’, in the non-English society depicted in the novel she comes to embody a superior English Protestantism. ‘Foreigners say that it is only English girls who can… be trusted to travel alone, and deep is their wonder at the daring confidence of English parents and guardians.’ Catholic Continental girls are ‘the passive victims of an educational and theological system which wantonly dispenses with proper “surveillance”’ (Ch. VI). Lucy describes the girls’ evening studies – from which she, as a Protestant, absents herself – as focusing on ‘tales of moral martyrdom inflicted by Rome; the dread boasts of confessors, who had wickedly abused their office, trampling to deep degradation high-born ladies’ (Ch. XIII). When M. Paul – angry that Lucy alone has ignored his birthday – turns to ‘the abuse of England and the English… sullying the shield of Britannia, and dabbling the union-jack in mud’, Lucy replies, ‘Vivel l’Angleterre, I’Histoire et les Héros! A bas la France, la Fiction et les Faquins!’ (‘Long live England, History and Heroes! Down with France, Fiction and Fops!’) (Ch. XXIX). Lucy concludes that ‘the more I saw of Popery the closer I clung to Protestantism’ (Ch. XXXVI). M. Paul reports that his friends warn him against her ‘terrible, proud, earnest Protestantism’. He finally accepts this, however, whereas Lucy continues to feel that Catholicism has ‘a hollowness within, and a flourish around “Holy Church”’ (Ch. XXXIV). Sixteen years later the great poet and critic Matthew Arnold made a similar claim in his Culture and Anarchy (1869): ‘The impulse of the English race towards moral development and self-conquest has nowhere so powerfully manifested itself as in Puritanism.’49 Yet, for all her sense of English superiority, Lucy is not above criticizing this sense in ways which must also have resonated for Brontë herself: ‘Living costs little… in this economical town of Villette, where people are more sensible than I understand they are in dear old England – infinitely less worried about appearance, and less emulous of display – where nobody is in the least ashamed to be quite as homely and saving as he finds convenient’ (Ch. XXXI).

Lucy’s understanding of her role as an English Protestant vis-à-vis the Catholic ‘aboriginal Labassecouriennes’ who are her pupils participates in the rhetoric of English representation of self and other that made England’s imperial enterprise appear natural:


I used to lie awake, thinking what plan I had best adopt to get a reliable hold on these mutineers, to bring this stiff-necked tribe under permanent influence… This swinish multitude were not to be driven by force… Severe or continuous mental application they could not, or would not, bear… Where an English girl… would quietly take a theme and bend herself to the task of comprehension and mastery, a Labassecourienne would laugh in your face, and throw it back to you… I never knew them rebel against a wound given to their self-respect: the little they had of that quality was trained to be crushed, and it rather liked the pressure of a firm heel, than otherwise. (Ch. IX)



Lucy’s identification of her Catholic pupils as ‘mutineers’, ‘a stiff-necked tribe’, ‘swinish’, lazy, incapable of sustained mental effort, lacking in self-respect and in need of English discipline echoes familiar tropes in the literature of imperialism. Certainly, this description of Lucy’s position as an English Protestant surrounded by a Catholic tribe whom she teaches and disciplines resonates to images in a picture book that Lucy was shown (by Polly/Paulina) when she was fourteen in England:


This book… tells about distant countries, a long, long way from England, which no traveller can reach without sailing thousands of miles over the sea. Wild men live in these countries, Miss Snowe, who wear clothes different from ours: indeed, some of them wear scarcely any clothes, for the sake of being cool, you know; for they have very hot weather. Here is a picture of thousands gathered in a desolate place – a plain, spread with sand – round a man in black – a good, good Englishman – a missionary, who is preaching to them under a palm-tree. (Ch. III)



Lucy, the traveller, who herself sailed over the seas and is now surrounded by the wild Labassecouriennes, can be seen as analogous to the ‘good, good Englishman’, the Protestant missionary surrounded by the wild men in a landscape suggestive of Africa. Such naturalized English superiority resonates to other works published in the years just before Brontë wrote Villette: Charles Dickens had commented on the fated Niger expedition of 1848 that ‘between the civilised European and the barbarous African there is a great gulf set’;50 Thomas Carlyle had described in 1849 the ‘White Enchanter’ who had saved the West Indian islands from ‘swamps, fever-jungles, man-eating Caribs, rattlesnakes, and reeking waste and putrefaction’ and who continued to seek to rescue them from ‘lazy Quashee’ who, if not slaves again, would ‘have to be servants to those that are born wiser…, that are born lords
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